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H E S U C C E S S O F M i c h a e l Ondaa t j e ' s The English Patient 
(1992) , b o t h as n o v e l a n d film, the i n t e r n a t i o n a l r e c o g n i t i o n 
g iven to R o m e s h G u n e s e k e r a ' s Reef (1994), a n d the relat ive 
p o p u l a r i t y o f a n d interes t i n C a r l M u l l e r ' s The Jam Fruit Tree 
(1993) , S h y a m Selvadura i ' s n o v e l Funny Boy (1994), Y a s m i n e 
Goonera tne ' ' s Pleasures of Conquest (1995) a n d A m b a l a v a n e r Siva-
nandan ' s When Memory Dies (1997), to n a m e a few, are r e m i n d e r s 
that S r i L a n k a n w r i t i n g i n E n g l i s h finally has a c h i e v e d a measure 
o f r e c o g n i t i o n , p a r t i c u l a r l y a m o n g those in te res ted i n pos t inde-
p e n d e n c e w r i t i n g . F o r the last three decades , S r i L a n k a n w r i t i n g 
has b e e n a foo tno te to I n d i a n w r i t i n g , n o t very d i f fe rent f r o m 
Fi j i an l i t e ra ture , w h i c h has r e m a i n e d i n the shadow o f b o t h 
A u s t r a l i a n a n d N e w Z e a l a n d l i t e ra tu re . 1 W h i l e F i j i an w r i t i n g 
con t inues to be a somewha t m a r g i n a l i z e d a n d m i n o r activity, S r i 
L a n k a n l i t e ra tu re , su rpr i s ing ly , has s h o w n signs o f f l o u r i s h i n g , 
h e l p e d n o d o u b t by the interes t s h o w n by var ious o rgan iza t ions 
i n S r i L a n k a , the efforts o f a h a n d f u l o f d e d i c a t e d au thors a n d 
cr i t ics , the o p p o r t u n i t i e s p r o v i d e d by j o u r n a l s such as Navasilu 
a n d Channels a n d by the enthusias t ic s u p p o r t o f ma jo r inter-
n a t i o n a l p u b l i s h e r s c o n c e r n e d w i t h d i a spo r i c w r i t i n g . Surpr i s -
ingly, because the na t iona l i s t thrust o f S r i L a n k a n po l i t i c s i n 
the last forty years s e e m e d to favour the f o r e g r o u n d i n g o f i n -
d igenous languages , namely , S i n h a l a a n d T a m i l , r a the r t han 
the a c q u i r e d E n g l i s h . T h e p r o j e c t e d d e c l i n e o f E n g l i s h w r i t i n g , 
however, seems to have b e e n aver ted a n d i f E n g l i s h does n o t 
enjoy the " n a t i o n a l " status it o n c e h e l d , it has s h o w n its res i l i -
ence by r e m a i n i n g a p o p u l a r l anguage i n the u r b a n areas, a n d 
a m o n g the g r o w i n g middle-c lass . A s A s h l e y H a l p é po in t s out , "an 
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E n g l i s h - s p e a k i n g c o m m u n i t y is l i k e l y to be a d i s t inc t par t o f o u r 
p l u r a l society for a l o n g t i m e yet" ("Sri L a n k a n " 14). A n d the 
g r o w t h o f w r i t i n g f r o m a n d a b o u t this c o u n t r y a n d the c r i t i ca l 
ma te r i a l it has s p a w n e d have also b r o u g h t to the surface several 
issues that relate to pedagogy, canonic i ty . a n d p o s t c o l o n i a l c r i t i -
ca l p r a c t i c e — a l l o f w h i c h are the c o n c e r n s o f the presen t paper . 
It has n o t b e e n r e c o g n i z e d of ten e n o u g h that i terary c r i t i c i s m , 
p a r t i c u l a r l y a b o u t w r i t i n g that is n o t r e a d i l y avai lable in te rna-
t i o n a l l y a n d deals w i t h re la t ive ly u n f a m i l i a r h i s t o r i ca l a n d p o l i t i -
cal contexts , carr ies a n a d d i t i o n a l respons ib i l i ty : the c r i t i c has a 
c r u c i a l r o l e to p lay i n filtering this w r i t i n g fo r i n t e r n a t i o n a l 
c o n s u m p t i o n i n m e d i a t i n g the s ign i f i cance o f that l i t e ra ture . 
T h e pos i t ions e spoused by cr i t ics are means by w h i c h a t a x o n o m y 
is e s tab l i shed a n d that i n t u r n impac t s u p o n the p lace a c c o r d e d 
to S r i L a n k a n w r i t i n g i n p o s t i n d e p e n d e n c e studies, i n the cur-
r i c u l u m , i n an tho log ie s , a n d at i n t e r n a t i o n a l confe rences . In 
s i tuat ions w h e r e cr i t ics t e n d to get m u c h m o r e e x p o s u r e t han 
authors , the f o r m e r have the p o w e r to shape the r e p u t a t i o n o f 
the latter. In short , I a m less in te res ted i n a "survey" a i m e d at 
finding a r o o m i n the house o f p o s t i n d e p e n d e n c e w r i t i n g fo r S r i 
L a n k a n l i t e ra tu re t h a n to l o o k at h o w p r o b l e m a t i c the r e l a t i o n is 
be tween the p r o d u c t i o n o f l i t e ra tu re a n d its r e c e p t i o n a n d p o p u -
l a r i z a t i o n i n S r i L a n k a a n d e l sewhere . 2 
T h e p r o l i f e r a t i o n o f ser ious a n d a c c o m p l i s h e d w r i t i n g is a rela-
t ively new p h e n o m e n o n , b e g i n n i n g i n the ear ly 1980s, a l t h o u g h 
some o f the wri ters , s u c h as P a t r i c k F e r n a n d o , h a d started w r i t i n g 
w i t h earnestness a n d c o m m i t m e n t as ear ly as i n the 1950s. F o r 
the sake o f m a i n t a i n i n g a t e l eo log i ca l m o d e l , o n e m i g h t t h i n k o f 
the Insu rgency o f 1971 as a wa te r shed i n the consc iousness 
o f wri ters w h o , u n t i l t hen , were h a r d l y affected by the ma jo r 
changes b r o u g h t abou t by the p o l i t i c a l scene after I n d e p e n -
d e n c e i n 1948. T h e S r i L a n k a n c o n t e x t was a p r e d i c t a b l e one , 
n o t u n l i k e that o f m a n y o t h e r A s i a n coun t r i e s w h e r e the p o l i -
t ical leaders o f the new n a t i o n d i d n o t see i n E n g l i s h w r i t i n g a 
l e g i t i m i z i n g ro l e o r — a s i n , say N i g e r i a — a ce leb ra to ry a n d recu-
perat ive o n e . Howe ve r , u n l i k e S i n g a p o r e , w h i c h r e m a i n e d very 
se l f -consciously a n d cons is ten t ly c o m m i t t e d — a t least i n the pub-
l ic sphe re — to a Wes te rn m o d e l , S r i L a n k a u n d e r w e n t s ign i f ican t 
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changes i n the n a m e o f d e c o l o n i z a t i o n , an e x a m p l e o f w h i c h was 
the c h a n g e f r o m E n g l i s h to S i n h a l a as the o f f i c ia l l anguage i n 
1956. T h e wri ters s e e m e d fo r the mos t par t u n c o n c e r n e d w i t h 
these m o m e n t o u s changes a n d were con t en t to w o r k w i t h n o n -
c o n f l i c t u a l b ina r i e s o f city a n d v i l l age , of ten r e v e a l i n g a c u r i o u s 
nos ta lg ia fo r a n "au then t ic" e d e n i c r ep re sen ta t i on a l o n g nativist 
l ines . T h i s i m p u l s e c o u l d have f ed i n t o a n d n o u r i s h e d the na-
t iona l i s t f e rvour o f the t ime , a n d it s p o r a d i c a l l y d i d , as Ran jan 
G o o n e t i l l e k e po in t s o u t w h e n h e says that "the wri ters , w h e n 
successful, were able to o v e r c o m e the ( language) bar r ie rs that 
separated t h e m f r o m the i r subject a n d , by means o f t he i r imag-
i n a t i o n , e n t e r e d in to r u r a l e x p e r i e n c e a n d r u r a l m i l i e u x " ("In-
surgency" 13 2 ) ; bu t for the mos t par t it d i d not , p r o b a b l y because 
the nos ta lg ia was i n fact a cons t ruc t that m i m i c k e d the essential-
ist t endenc ies o f c o l o n i a l wr i t ings ra the r t han the real i t ies o f the 
n a t i o n . T h u s the wr i t ings of, say P u n y a k a n t e W i j e n a i k e a n d 
James G o o n e w a r d e n e , despi te t he i r o b v i o u s a p p e a l to a ce r t a in 
sensibi l i ty a n d the i r o n i e s w i t h w h i c h they d e s c r i b e d the u r b a n 
scene, have r e m a i n e d ou t s ide the events that were s h a p i n g the 
country. 
T h e events l e a d i n g to the 1958 c o m m u n a l d i s tu rbances be-
tween the S inha lese a n d the Tami l s a n d the e x o d u s o f the B u r -
ghers i n the 1960s as a resul t o f n a t i o n a l p o l i c i e s were no t 
suff ic ient ly power fu l events to stir the consc iousness o f the na-
t i o n as a w h o l e . W i t h the Insurgency, however , the cracks i n the 
m y t h o f a un i t a ry n a t i o n that c o u l d n o l o n g e r c o n t a i n its het-
e rogene i ty w i t h i n a u n i f i e d m o d e l were b e c o m i n g i nc r ea s ing ly 
apparent . H e n c e the new consc iousness o f the wri ters , so power-
ful ly expressed , fo r ins tance , i n a p o e m by H a l p é , whose ear ly 
w r i t i n g , despi te its w o n d e r f u l r e sonance , l o c a t e d i tself ou ts ide 
the re feren t ia l : 
I d o n o t k n o w 
t h e t h i n r e e k o f b l o o d , t h e s t e n c h 
o f s e a r e d f l e s h , t h e 
c r a c k e d i r r e d u c i b l e b o n e ; I k n o w 
o n l y t h e t h i n n e r r e e k o f pity, 
t h e h a r s h e d g e o f s e l f - c o n t e m p t , 
t h e ashy g u i l t o f b e i n g t o o o l d 
(Silent 15) 
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T h i s new awareness a m o n g the e l i te l e d to a wide range o f novels 
abou t w h i c h D . C . R . A . G o o n e t i l l e k e a n d several o thers have 
wr i t t en at l e n g t h . T h e novels were no t always free o f naive d u -
ali t ies, a n d there is n o consensus abou t the a c h i e v e m e n t o f these 
novels , bu t the fact is that w r i t i n g i n E n g l i s h was b e g i n n i n g to 
reveal a n awareness o f the p o l i t i c a l upheavals o f the n a t i o n a n d 
wri ters were b e c o m i n g i nc r ea s ing ly c o n s c i o u s o f the fut i l i ty o f 
i g n o r i n g the p o l i t i c a l a n d soc ia l unres t i n the count ry . 
T h e process thus b e g u n has f o u n d its fullest e xp r e s s i on i n the 
last fifteen years o r so, a n d aga in as a resul t o f a c o n f l u e n c e o f 
events. I n 1983 b e g a n the p r o t r a c t e d a n d v i o l e n t c o n f l i c t be-
tween the m i l i t a n t T a m i l g r o u p s a n d the g o v e r n m e n t , a c o n f l i c t 
that r e m a i n s u n r e s o l v e d to this day. A n d w h i l e it was poss ib le 
d u r i n g the ear ly years to l o c a l i z e the con f l i c t , a n d speak o f the 
m i l i t a n c y as acts o f s p o r a d i c t e r ro r i sm , it has n o w b e c o m e a 
cen t ra l c o n c e r n i n the affairs o f the state, w i t h its inev i tab le 
i m p l i c a t i o n s at the level o f the e c o n o m y , the m o v e m e n t o f the 
p e o p l e , i n t e r n a t i o n a l i n v o l v e m e n t , a n d so fo r th . A t the hear t o f 
the c o n f l i c t l i e two i n c o m p a t i b l e ideo log ie s , b o t h s e e k i n g legit-
i m a t i o n i n the s t ruggle. A n d the i deo log i e s are i m p l i c a t e d i n the 
a f f i rma t ion o f a S i n h a l a , B u d d h i s t n a t i o n o n the o n e h a n d a n d a 
secular T a m i l her i tage o n the other . 
A l o n g w i t h this s t ruggle be tween two c u l t u r a l sys tems—these 
two narrat ives o f n a t i o n a l i s m — o n e sees an acce le ra t ed process 
o f W e s t e r n i z a t i o n , f u e l l e d by the F ree T r a d e Z o n e , the active 
tour is t industry , the d i a spo ra , a n d a gene ra l des i re to be par t o f 
the g l o b a l e c o n o m y — h e n c e the greater emphas i s o n E n g l i s h i n 
gene ra l a n d a m o r e no t i ceab le use o f the l anguage i n everyday 
affairs. In part , this m i g h t w e l l e x p l a i n the increase i n p o p u l a r i t y 
a n d the re levance o f E n g l i s h w r i t i n g , a n d the s ign i f ican t changes 
b r o u g h t abou t by c o n t e m p o r a r y wri ters s u c h as A s h l e y H a l p é , 
Raj iva W i j e s i n h a , a n d J e a n A r a s a n a y a g a m . 3 T o g e t h e r wi th the 
d i a spo r i c wri ters , i n c l u d i n g Y a s m i n e G o o n e r a t n e , C h i t r a 
F e r n a n d o , S h y a m Se lvadura i , R o m e s h G u n e s e k e r a , R i e n z i C rusz , 
M i c h a e l Ondaa t j e , a n d A m b a l a v a n e r S i v a n a n d a n , o n e c a n speak 
o f a substant ia l a n d s ign i f ican t b o d y o f w r i t i n g over that past 
fifteen years. 
W r i t i n g i n Sr i L a n k a has n o t always b e e n an a u t o n o m o u s a n d 
"free" act ivi ty i n these t r o u b l e d t imes. T h e c o u n t r y e x p e r i e n c e d 
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its equ iva len t o f the M a r c o s e ra ( i n the P h i l i p p i n e s ) some t ime 
ago w h e n writers felt c o n s t r a i n e d by the a t m o s p h e r e o f fear a n d 
repress ion i n the count ry . W h i l e it d i d n o t p reven t the over t ly 
p o l i t i c a l wr i t ings of, say Raj iva W i j e s i n h a , i t d i d l e a d to the 
m u r d e r o f the wr i t e r R i c h a r d de Zoysa p r e s u m a b l y fo r his p o l i t i -
ca l ac t iv i sm a n d invest igat ive j o u r n a l i s m . I n a c u r i o u s way, his 
dea th stressed the inescapab le l i n k a m o n g po l i t i c s , the writer, 
censo r sh ip , a n d ideo logy . S h e l a g h G o o n e w a r d e n e ma in ta ins 
that "it is a s trange i r o n y o f fate that R i c h a r d , whose c o n t r i b u t i o n 
to the qua l i ty o f S r i L a n k a n l i fe was i n the field o f cu l t u r e , a n d 
whose p e r c e p t i o n s a n d c o n v i c t i o n s h a d t h e i r source i n a s t rong 
core o f b e l i e f i n h u m a n e values a n d c i v i l i z e d behav iou r , s h o u l d 
mee t his dea th fo r p u r e l y p o l i t i c a l reasons" (Anthology 97) . W h i l e 
this asser t ion does n o t f o r e g r o u n d de Zoysa 's p o l i t i c a l stance, it 
ce r t a in ly draws a t t en t ion to the c l i m a t e o f supp re s s ion that char-
ac te r i zed the t ime . N o w i n an a t m o s p h e r e that is os tens ib ly m o r e 
to le rant o f l i t e ra ture , wri ters are p o s i t i o n e d a lo t m o r e s t rong ly to 
ref lect the conf l i c t s , the c o n t r a d i c t i o n s , a n d the m u l t i p l e forms 
o f resistance a n d subver s ion i n the count ry . 
W i t h a la rge n u m b e r o f b o t h d i a s p o r i c a n d " l o c a l " wri ters a n d 
wi th a b o d y o f l i t e ra tu re that does n o t have to r e m a i n a p o o r 
r e l a t i on to I n d i a n w r i t i n g , also surface p r o b l e m s o f r e c e p t i o n , 
response, aesthet ic values, a n d c a n o n i c i t y that are inev i tab ly 
c o m p l e x . Severa l years ago, the c r i t i c A r u n M u k h e r j e e , i n " T h e 
S r i L a n k a n Poets i n C a n a d a : A n A l t e r n a t i v e V i e w , " b r o u g h t h o m e 
the issues o f n o n - m a i n s t r e a m w r i t i n g i n C a n a d a . T h e n o r m s she 
establishes q u e s t i o n a n d subvert the pra ise h e a p e d o n Ondaa t j e 
by the academy, a n d c h i e f a m o n g the var ious flaws i n Ondaa t j e 
a l l u d e d to by M u k h e r j e e is his l ack o f c o n c e r n w i t h issues r e l a t i n g 
to the i m m i g r a n t p o p u l a t i o n — those w h o d o n o t b e l o n g to the 
m a i n s t r e a m . T h e t heo re t i c a l u n d e r p i n n i n g o f the a r t ic le is sig-
n i f ican t i n that it i nev i t ab ly leads to a v a l o r i z a t i o n o f the wr i t ings 
o f C rusz , whose w o r k is m o r e aware o f the p r e d i c a m e n t o f the 
i m m i g r a n t i n C a n a d a a n d the n a t i o n that he h i m s e l f has left. 
Crusz gains i m p o r t a n c e i n r e l a t i o n to his consc iousness o f S r i 
L a n k a . Ondaa t j e , i n this s c h e m e , b e c o m e s a poe t g i v e n to navel-
gaz ing , p r e o c c u p i e d w i t h self-reflexivity, u n c o n c e r n e d w i t h the 
real i t ies o f his o w n p e o p l e . A s M u k h e r j e e ma in t a ins , "the artist i n 
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this ve r s ion is no t a p a r t i c i p a n t i n the soc ia l process; he does n o t 
get d r a w n i n t o the act o f l i v i n g , w h i c h involves the n e e d to d e a l 
w i t h the b u r n i n g issues o f his t i m e " (34). A s against this lack o f 
i nvo lvemen t , there is Crusz ' s work , w h i c h "retains one ' s interest 
because o f the au then t i c i ty o f h is s t ruggle to forge a vo ice that w i l l 
be able to te l l the w o r l d abou t a b l ack m a n ' s l i f e" (40). W h e t h e r 
M u k h e r j e e was en t i r e ly j u s t i f i e d i n h e r c r i t i q u e o f Ondaa t j e o r 
n o t is i n this con t ex t less i m p o r t a n t t han the fact that h e r a r t ic le 
d i d e n c o u r a g e a r eappra i sa l a m o n g some cr i t ics o f Ondaa t j e i n 
C a n a d a a n d i n S r i L a n k a . In studies that relate to Ondaa t j e o r to 
issues o f c a n o n i c i t y i n C a n a d a , M u k h e r j e e ' s a r t ic le has a l e r t ed 
such cr i t ics to the n e e d for p o s t i n d e p e n d e n c e c r i t i c i s m to pos i -
t i o n i tself w i t h i n a d iscurs ive field a n d n o t to d e c o n t e x t u a l i z e 
the artist 's w o r k . F o r those w h o are a t t rac ted to the tex ture o f 
Ondaa t j e ' s w r i t i n g o r w h o share his c o n v i c t i o n s abou t the c o n t i n -
gency o f ident i t ies , M u k h e r j e e may no t be r i g h t i n the stance she 
adopts , a n d ce r t a in ly Ondaa t j e ' s p o p u l a r i t y has n o t suffered as a 
resul t o f a l l the controversy. A n d that is at least i n par t d u e to the 
fact that Ondaa t j e l ives i n C a n a d a a n d his works p u b l i s h e d by 
ma jo r p u b l i s h e r s are avai lable to a large r e a d i n g p u b l i c . 
W h i l e Ondaa t j e ' s r e p u t a t i o n as a wr i t e r is safe i n the N o r t h 
A m e r i c a n academy, such is n o t the case fo r o t h e r S r i L a n k a n 
wri ters w h o are far m o r e d e p e n d e n t o n the o p i n i o n s o f cr i t ics 
a n d reviewers. In a m o r e r ecen t a r t ic le " T h e B o u r g e o i s i e that 
F l e d the R e v o l u t i o n , " S u w a n d a S u g u n a s i r i takes to task those 
writers w h o left S r i L a n k a d u r i n g the t ime o f the p o l i t i c a l " revo lu -
t i o n " w h i c h , h e c l a ims , o c c u r r e d i n 1956. A l l those w h o left 
d u r i n g that t ime b e c o m e par t o f the " b o u r g e o i s i e " — a n el i te w h o 
refused to pa r t i c ipa te i n the active d e c o l o n i z a t i o n o f the count ry . 
In this s cheme , w h i c h re l ies o n a p a r t i c u l a r r e a d i n g o f the n a t i o n , 
a l l those w h o d o no t pa r t i c ipa te o r have n o t p a r t i c i p a t e d who le -
hea r t ed ly i n the " r e v o l u t i o n " r e m a i n outs iders . W h i l e the events 
that cons t i tu t ed the p o l i t i c a l r e v o l u t i o n are no t d e s c r i b e d i n any 
great de t a i l , the a r t ic le does i n fact reveal the m a n n e r i n w h i c h 
the c r i t i c perceives S r i L a n k a n c u l t u r e as uni tary. S u g u n a s i r i says: 
" B u t what is the S r i L a n k a n his tor ic i ty , sens ib i l i ty a n d the w o r l d -
v iew that o u r poets have b e e n a s h a m e d to o w n , o r n o t i c e d o n l y 
g rudg ing ly? It is a 2000-year o l d B u d d h i s t c u l t u r e , l i tera l ly , aes-
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thet ical ly, cu l tu ra l ly , social ly , e c o n o m i c a l l y , p o l i t i c a l l y a n d sp i r i -
tual ly" (74)- T a k e n together , the ar t icles by M u k h e r j e e a n d 
S u g u n a s i r i p u t wri ters l i k e C r u s z i n the awkward s i tua t ion o f 
b e i n g p ra i s ed fo r t he i r S r i L a n k a n sens ib i l i ty by o n e cr i t i c a n d 
c o n d e m n e d for n o t b e i n g S r i L a n k a n by another . G i v e n the 
i n f l u e n c e o f such wr i t ings i n the academy, o n e is s t ruck by the 
c o n f u s i o n this w o u l d cause i n a n o n - S r i L a n k a n r eade r w h o 
w o u l d have a h a r d t ime d e c i d i n g w h e t h e r a wr i t e r is a t ra i tor o r 
patr iot , a n essentialist o r a n au then t i c vo ice . W h a t is at stake he re 
is the c o n s e q u e n c e o f r e a d i n g l i t e ra tu re a l o n g e thn i c , r ac ia l , o r 
na t iona l i s t l ines w h i c h c o n s i g n wri ters to c e r t a in camps . A n d 
cri t ics d o p lay a c r u c i a l r o l e i n d a m n i n g o r c e l e b r a t i n g a writer. 
R e c e n t c r i t i c i s m i n S r i L a n k a o n m o r e t han o n e o c c a s i o n has 
b e e n p r o n e to take t o t a l i z i n g pos i t ions abou t the relat ive m e r i t o f 
writers. T h i s aga in is h a r d l y s u r p r i s i n g i n a c o u n t r y where the 
p o l i t i c a l v i o l e n c e has b e e n o f such m a g n i t u d e that it is of ten 
di f f icul t , even fo r the mos t l i b e r a l academics , to achieve the 
k i n d o f object ivi ty that c o m e s na tu ra l ly w h e n d e a l i n g w i t h l i tera-
ture that is ins is tent ly a p o l i t i c a l . C o n s e q u e n t l y , cr i t ics have b e e n 
t e m p t e d to offer aesthet ic a n d evaluat ive p r o n o u n c e m e n t s o n 
the s t reng th o f pos i t ions that are n o t always l i terary, a n d these i n 
t u rn are r e m i n d e r s that the n o t i o n o f a "un ive r sa l " s t anda rd 
w h i c h is of ten an i m p l i e d a s s u m p t i o n w h e n p r o n o u n c e m e n t s are 
m a d e i n a c a d e m i c j o u r n a l s a b o u t au thors is s t i l l very m u c h a part 
o f subjective stances. P a r t i c u l a r l y i n s i tuat ions w h e r e c r i t i ca l 
exegesis is c o n f i n e d to a s m a l l g r o u p o f cr i t ics , subjective stances 
that are a resul t o f the p e r c e i v e d n e e d to c o n t e x t u a l i z e w r i t i n g 
can be o n o c c a s i o n d a m a g i n g to b o t h l i t e ra tu re a n d cu l t u r e . In 
short , wha t is o f fe red as l i t e ra ry c r i t i c i s m may w e l l be the expres-
s ion o f a p e r s o n a l bias. 
M u k h e r j e e ' s stance al lows l i t t le r o o m for me ta f i c t i ona l c o n -
cerns o r ah i s to r i ca l assert ions a n d stresses the n e e d for an ideo-
log i ca l p o s i t i o n that relates d i r ec t l y to the i m m i g r a n t sensibi l i ty 
o r to S r i L a n k a . In this s cheme , it is h a r d l y s u r p r i s i n g that Crusz , 
w h o has wr i t t en a large n u m b e r o f p o e m s abou t the i m m i g r a n t 
e x p e r i e n c e a n d abou t S r i L a n k a , w o u l d seem to be m o r e relevant 
than Ondaa t j e . M u k h e r j e e does n o t d i s r e g a r d aesthetic c r i t e r ia , 
bu t she admi t s that she c o m e s " f r o m a c u l t u r a l m i l i e u i n w h i c h 
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l i t e ra ture is e x p e c t e d to say s o m e t h i n g abou t the w o r l d " (34) 
a n d that b e c o m e s a s ign i f ican t yards t ick i n h e r eva lua t ion 
o f Ondaa t j e as less w o r t h y a n d C r u s z as sensit ive. A n d yet i n 
Sugunas i r i ' s s cheme , C r u s z is very m u c h the essentialist , unaware 
o f the rea l c o n d i t i o n s o f the c o u n t r y a n d is i n fact o r i e n t a l i z i n g 
the count ry . T h e fa i lu re to pay h o m a g e to the f l o w e r i n g o f a 
B u d d h i s t c u l t u r e i n S r i L a n k a makes h i m n o d i f fe rent f r o m 
Ondaa t j e . A s he puts it: " In s u m , t h e n , w h i l e R i e n z i C r u s z may n o t 
have h i d d e n his i m m i g r a n t status a n d s e e m i n g l y i d e n t i f i e d w i t h 
b lackness , at least m e t a p h o r i c a l l y , h e is n o c loser to b e i n g S i n -
halese o r S r i L a n k a n t h a n Ondaa t j e , i n his sens ib i l i ty o r roo t ed -
ness" (67). T h e t enden t i ous c o l l o c a t i o n o f "S inha lese" a n d " S r i 
L a n k a n " i m p l i e s that there is s o m e t h i n g a b o u t S r i L a n k a o r 
abou t d e c o l o n i z a t i o n that c a n be d e f i n e d i n b i n a r y terms. A n d it 
also suggests that i f a wr i te r fails to endo r se a p a r t i c u l a r p o l i t i c a l 
view, t h e n his o r h e r w r i t i n g inev i t ab ly w i l l be flawed. 
A s o n e turns to wri ters a n d cr i t ics w h o wri te f r o m places o t h e r 
t han N o r t h A m e r i c a , o n c e aga in the c o n t r a d i c t i o n s are appar-
ent. G o o n e t i l l eke, i n his ar t ic le o n E n g l i s h w r i t i n g that deals w i t h 
the Insurgency o f 1971, p a r t i c u l a r l y w i t h texts such as 
J ames G o o n e w a r d e n e ' s Acid Bomb Explosion (1978), E d i r i w i r a 
Sa r achchand ra ' s Curfew and a Full Moon (1978) a n d Raja 
P r o c t o r ' s Waiting for Surabiel (1981), is l a rge ly laudatory , a n d he 
c la ims that these wri ters have s u c c e e d e d i n m o v i n g away f r o m 
s i m p l e b ina r i e s to address matters o f p o l i t i c a l s ign i f i cance i n the 
novels . T h i r u K a n d i a h , o n the o t h e r h a n d , is scep t ica l a b o u t the 
e l i t i sm o f the writers a n d he ma in t a in s that " u n d e r cover o f a 
c o m m i t m e n t to t r anscenden t l i b e r a l values, mos t m i d d l e class 
wri ters w h o t rea ted that sad ep i sode c o m p l e t e l y evaded the 
ser ious e x a m i n a t i o n s d e m a n d e d by it o f themselves a n d the i r 
c o n t r i b u t i o n as a class to the c r e a t i o n o f the c o n d i t i o n s that 
m a d e it poss ib le i n the first p l ace" (6). W i j e s i n h a too speaks 
o f the "extravagant pas tora l de t a i l " a n d "portrai ts o f b izar re 
he ro ic s" ("Sri L a n k a " 143) that charac te r i ze these novels . H e r e 
aga in the n o t i o n o f c r i t e r i a b e c o m e s p r o b l e m a t i c a n d the l i n e 
that separates aesthetic c r i t e r i a a n d p o l i t i c a l c o n v i c t i o n b e c o m e s 
e x t r e m e l y t h i n . 
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I f the Insurgency was a cen t r a l focus o f the 1970s, the e thn ic 
riots o f 1983 b r o u g h t i n new c o n c e r n s i n v o l v i n g the Tami l s a n d 
the S inha lese . W h e r e the ea r l i e r phase i n v o l v e d n o t i o n s o f class 
w i t h i n a c o m m u n i t y the la t ter d r ew a t t en t ion to e thnic i ty , i d e n -
tity, a n d the i d e a o f the n a t i o n itself. Inevitably, the w r i t i n g 
c o n c e r n e d i tself w i t h the con f l i c t , e i the r d i rec t ly , o r ind i r ec t ly . In 
a m o v i n g p o e m , D e r e k de S i lva captures the deep-seated fears 
a n d h i s to r i ca l l y cons t i t u t ed r ival r ies w h i c h were b r o u g h t to the 
surface, c a u s i n g enmi t i e s that were j u s t i f i e d by i n v o k i n g m y t h i c a l 
stories: 
T o r m e n t e d b e t w e e n t w o n o i s e s 
the i n f a n t G e m u n u 
o n o n e s i d e i n a r t i c u l a t e sea 
o n t h e o t h e r t h e T a m i l r a g i n g . 
A n d h e c r o u c h e d i n b e d 
l i s t e n i n g to t h e v o i c e s 
w h i c h b a d e h i m rise 
a n d d r i v e o u t f r o m h i s n a t i v e l a n d 
the s t r a n g e r c h a t t e r i n g g i b b e r i s h 
H o w m u c h o f waste 
a n d t r o u b l e o f b r i g h t s w o r d s 
s t r e a m o f b l o o d s h e d r e e k i n g 
i n t h e a b o r i g i n a l d a r k n e s s 
o f a c h i l d ' s fear. 
(Anthology 20) 
In poe t ry a n d i n fiction, this s truggle, a n d these c o m p e t i n g 
c la ims , have g iven rise to a large b o d y o f w o r k wr i t t en for the mos t 
par t by W i j e s i n h a , Ara sanayagam, G u n e s e k e r a , Se lvadura i , a n d 
S i v a n a n d a n . H e r e aga in , there is a c o n f l i c t i n c r i t i c a l response , at 
once r eassu r ing a n d d i s t u r b i n g . O n the o n e h a n d , H a l p é makes 
this c o m m e n t abou t A r a s a n a y a g a m , the a u t h o r o f s u c h works as 
Trial by Terror ( 1987 ) a n d Reddened Water Flows Clear ( 1991 ) : " T h e 
poe t ry is courageous , s p a r i n g the r eade r n o t h i n g yet n o t mes-
m e r i z e d by ho r ro r , fo r there is r o o m for m e d i t a t i o n , c o m p a s s i o n 
for m o r e hapless v i c t ims a n d even the very awareness so consp ic -
uous ly l a c k i n g i n the attackers: the h u m a n real i ty o f the 'o thers ' " 
("Sri L a n k a n L i t e r a t u r e " 8). O n the other , G o o n e t i l l e k e , w h o is 
c r i t i ca l o f the p r e o c c u p a t i o n w i t h e thn ic i t y i n h e r work , is dis-
missive o f h e r ach ievemen t : "She ident i f ies he r se l f w i t h h e r hus-
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band ' s c o m m u n i t y to the p o i n t o f b e i n g par t i san o n t he i r b e h a l f 
i n h e r p resen ta t ion o f the ' e t h n i c ' c o n f l i c t " ("Sri L a n k a " 339). 
A n d he is scept ica l o f the var ious stances a d o p t e d by the wri ters i n 
gene ra l : 
T h e e t h n i c issue t h a t has s u r f a c e d p e r i o d i c a l l y has a s s u m e d i n its 
p r e s e n t m a n i f e s t a t i o n m o r e f e a r f u l a n d far m o r e i n t r a c t a b l e d i m e n -
s i o n s , b u t it has p r o d u c e d so far m u c h less f r u i t f u l results i n t h e field 
o f i m a g i n a t i v e w r i t i n g b e c a u s e ( p r e d i c t a b l y ) w h a t e m e r g e s is the 
e x p o s i t i o n o f e n t r e n c h e d a t t i t u d e s , p a c i f i c o r o t h e r w i s e , r a t h e r t h a n 
i m a g i n a t i v e e x p l o r a t i o n s . ( " I n s u r g e n c y " 132) 
I f these d i f ferences ref lect a w i l l i ngness a m o n g cri t ics to espouse 
d i f fe ren t po in t s o f view, they are also d i s t u r b i n g i n that they 
suggest i n c o m p a t i b l e pos i t ions b r o u g h t abou t by very d i f ferent 
ways i n w h i c h cr i t ics seem to r e a d the n a t i o n a n d the l i t e ra ture . 
A n d what is sa id by cr i t ics shapes the c a n o n , of ten d e t e r m i n e s 
r eade r sh ip a n d , i n its o w n way, i n f luences wri ters . O n e does not 
aspi re to h o m o g e n e i t y o r consensus , bu t w h e n c r i t i c a l disagree-
ments are p r o b a b l y i n f o r m e d by subject ive responses to the 
p o l i t i c a l c l i m a t e o f the day ra the r t h a n the r e l a t i o n be tween the 
texts a n d the i r e n g a g e m e n t w i t h the c o m p l e x i t y o f the soc io-
p o l i t i c a l scene, o n e rea l izes the grave a n d fa r - reach ing i m p l i c a -
t ions o f c r i t i ca l response . 
H o m o g e n e i t y o f a p a r t i c u l a r k i n d is p r o b a b l y what gives writ-
i n g i n i n d i g e n o u s l a n g u a g e s — I refer p a r t i c u l a r l y to the li t-
e ra ture I a m f a m i l i a r w i t h , namely , that wr i t t en i n T a m i l — i t s 
p a r t i c u l a r intensity. A n d he re o n e takes i n t o a c c o u n t the relat ive 
h o m o g e n e i t y o f the a u d i e n c e that reads the l i t e ra ture . A n d this 
does no t m e a n that w r i t i n g i n T a m i l c o n f o r m s to a n a r r o w a g e n d a 
o r that the readers a l l share a u n i f i e d wor ldv iew. O n the contrary, 
o n e o f the d i s t inc t ive features o f c o n t e m p o r a r y T a m i l w r i t i n g is 
its i n d e t e r m i n a c y a n d subve r s ion . B u t for the T a m i l p o p u l a t i o n 
that has k n o w n o n l y what is d i s s e m i n a t e d by T a m i l wr i t ings , for 
ins tance , the r e l a t i o n be tween the l i t e ra tu re a n d the e x p e r i e n c e 
o f d ispossess ion , v i o l e n c e , m i g r a t i o n , a n d soc ia l c h a n g e is an 
i m m e d i a t e o n e . In this con tex t , l i t e ra tu re takes o n a d idac t i c 
f u n c t i o n , d r a w i n g f r o m a t r a d i t i o n o f l i t e ra ture a n d m y t h a n d 
g i v i n g exp re s s ion to a new sensibi l i ty . W r i t i n g i n T a m i l , a n d i n a l l 
p robab i l i ty , S i n h a l a as w e l l , is by n o means free o f c o n f l i c t i n g 
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atti tudes, bu t it is at least pa r t i a l l y a p r o d u c t o f a m o r e d i r ec t 
r e l a t i o n be tween the a u t h o r a n d the r eade r i n a m a n n e r that 
subord ina tes the ro le o f the c r i t i c . T h e writer , reader, a n d c r i t i c 
w o r k w i t h i n a s cheme o f values a b o u t w h i c h there is n o funda-
m e n t a l d i sagreement . T h e m e d i a t i n g i n f l u e n c e o f the c r i t i c is 
c lear ly a m o r e m u t e d o n e i n i n d i g e n o u s languages t h a n it is i n 
E n g l i s h , a n d t h e r e i n l ies a c r u c i a l d i f fe rence . 
In E n g l i s h w r i t i n g , such h o m o g e n e i t y is n e i t h e r poss ib le to 
achieve n o r des i rab le . H e r e aga in , to quo te K a n d i a h , "to expec t 
that w o r l d w o u l d be h o m o g e n e o u s o r c o m f o r t a b l y u n r u f f l e d 
w o u l d be naive; for the e n v i r o n m e n t f r o m o u t o f w h i c h it w o u l d 
be c rea ted w o u l d be far f r o m i d y l l i c , d i s p l a y i n g its o w n con t r ad i c -
t ions a n d pa radoxes a n d i n c o r p o r a t i n g m u l t i p l e , o f ten o p p o s i -
t i ona l re ference po in t s a n d resonances" (2). T o expec t , for 
ins tance, C rusz , to wri te a b o u t the p o l i t i c a l conf l i c t s o f S r i L a n k a 
is h a r d l y a p p r o p r i a t e , for he is a B u r g h e r whose d i s p l a c e m e n t 
f r o m S r i L a n k a is as p e r s o n a l as it is p o l i t i c a l . I f his ident i ty is i n 
some ways b o u n d wi th the c o u n t r y a n d i f that sense o f oneness is 
e v o k e d fictively t h r o u g h images that s eem os tens ib ly "exot ic , " 
o n e needs to see that d i s t i n c t i o n i n h i s t o r i ca l a n d p o l i t i c a l terms. 
T o be dismiss ive o f his w o r k o n the g r o u n d s that he " f l ed the 
r e v o l u t i o n " o r that he has h a r d l y s t epped ou t s ide C o l o m b o is 
also to create a b i n a r y that is p r o b l e m a t i c . In fact, it m i g h t be a lot 
m o r e de fens ib le to c l a i m that a l l the ea r ly wri ters i n S r i L a n k a 
were those w h o " f led the r e v o l u t i o n " i n that t he i r w r i t i n g reso-
lu te ly v a l o r i z e d the w o r l d v iew o f the E n g l i s h e d u c a t e d m i d d l e 
class. 
Se lvadura i ' s nove l Funny Boy of ten uses a d i c t i o n that is n e i t h e r 
S i n h a l a n o r T a m i l . A n d this makes perfect sense w h e n o n e re-
m e m b e r s that he is t r y ing to cap tu re the consc iousness o f a 
C o l o m b o T a m i l , n o t a T a m i l w h o lives i n C o l o m b o , n o t a T a m i l 
a l i ena t ed f r o m the major i ty o f T a m i l s l i v i n g i n the N o r t h o f the 
country , b u t o n e w h o grew u p i n the mids t o f S inha lese w h i l e 
p r e s e r v i n g a T a m i l ident i ty. F o r t h e m — the C o l o m b o T a m i l s — 
syncre t i sm is a way o f l i fe , a n d that is r e f l ec ted i n the ease w i t h 
w h i c h they use b o t h T a m i l a n d S i n h a l a terms i n t he i r d a i l y 
speech . F o r A r a s a n a y a g a m , h e r iden t i ty as a B u r g h e r gives h e r 
access to w h o l e system o f Wes te rn values. H e r mar r i age to a T a m i l 
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places h e r i n an uneasy r e l a t i o n to a w h o l l y d i f fe rent w o r l d v iew 
abou t w h i c h R egg i e S i r i w a r d e n e says: "she is able to use w i t h the 
inwardness o f sympathy the l anguage o f H i n d u b e l i e f a n d r i tua l , 
w h i l e r e b e l l i n g against the c lann i shness , the a u t h o r i t a r i a n i s m , 
the a t t achmen t to proper ty , o f a conservat ive society" (Anthology 
128). A c c o r d i n g to S i r i w a r d e n e , i n h e r recen t w o r k she writes 
abou t this d i l e m m a a n d the sense o f h u m i l i a t i o n she e n d u r e d i n 
the r iots o f 1983 a n d i n the m i d s t o f h e r husband ' s T a m i l family . 
A m o n g c o n t e m p o r a r y wri ters o f fiction, Ondaa t j e a n d 
W i j e s i n h a have l i t t le i n c o m m o n . O n e is h a r d l y c o n c e r n e d w i t h 
the po l i t i c s o f S r i L a n k a w h i l e the o t h e r is ins is tent ly p reoc -
c u p i e d w i t h it. B u t i f Ondaa t j e ' s subject ma t t e r i n The English 
Patient sets the a u t h o r apar t f r o m the major i ty o f S r i L a n k a n 
wri ters , Wi j e s inha ' s nar ra t ive m o d e o f fantasy a n d m a g i c r e a l i s m 
i n , say Acts of Faith ( 1985), l ies b e y o n d the c o m p r e h e n s i o n o f the 
average reader. B o t h are e x p e r i m e n t a l wri ters w h o d e a l w i t h 
issues o f iden t i ty a n d b e l o n g i n g i n t he i r o w n ways. O n e is a l l ego r i -
cal a n d the o t h e r in t e rna t iona l i s t , b u t b o t h are v a l i d responses to 
the m u l t i p l i c i t y o f the count ry . 
T o be aware o f these d ive rgences is also to be c o g n i z a n t o f 
m o r e t h a n the p resence o f m u l t i p l e t r ad i t ions i n the s h a p i n g o f 
l i t e ra ture . It is also to be aware that after a lmos t fifteen years o f 
e t h n i c v i o l e n c e i n the country , the p o l a r i z a t i o n that has t aken 
p lace be tween the ma jo r e t h n i c g r o u p s has m a d e a c o m m o n 
g r o u n d i nc r ea s ing ly d i f f i cu l t . If the E n g l i s h - s p e a k i n g w o r l d re-
m a i n e d i n s u l a r i n the past, it is n o w p r o b a b l y e n m e s h e d i n 
po l i t i c s m u c h m o r e s t rongly. It is h e r e that o n e of ten finds the 
po t en t i a l fo r m e d i a t i o n , fo r an u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the h i s t o r i ca l 
a n d p o l i t i c a l factors that have l e d to this impasse . 
T h e p resen t is, i n a sense, a m o m e n t o f d e c o l o n i z a t i o n , o n e i n 
w h i c h the E n g l i s h - s p e a k i n g p o p u l a t i o n has a p i v o t a l r o l e to play. 
M o r e t h a n two decades ago, L a k d a s a W i k k r a m a s i n h a saw a differ-
ent r o l e fo r the wr i t e r w h e n he sa id: " H e is the o n e that, toss ing a 
b o m b i n t o / the c r o w d , takes notes" (Anthology 53). E v e n i f o n e 
does n o t subscr ibe to the k i n d o f p a r t i c i p a t i o n i m p l i e d i n the 
c o m m e n t , there is a n e e d fo r wri ters a n d cr i t ics to be aware o f 
the i r r o l e i n the c o n f u s i n g changes i n the count ry . A s H a l p é 
states, " L a n k a n wri ters i n E n g l i s h are m a k i n g the i r o w n pa r t i cu -
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la r c o n t r i b u t i o n to o u r c r i t i c a l awareness o f L a n k a n reality, a n d 
to the e x p l o r a t i o n o f h u m a n po ten t i a l i ty that is cen t r a l to art o f 
any i m p o r t a n c e " ("Sri L a n k a n L i t e r a t u r e " 13). 
T h i s aga in is no t a p l e a for h o m o g e n e i t y o r the j e t t i s o n i n g o f 
aesthetic s tandards . T o have a w h o l e g r o u p o f cr i t ics t h i n k a n d 
write a l o n g s i m i l a r l ines w o u l d l e a d to a d i f fe rent k i n d o f hege-
mony . H e t e r o g e n e i t y is l i k e l y to be a n i m p o r t a n t aspect o f the 
process o f r e c u p e r a t i o n . B u t the he te rogene i ty needs to g r o w o u t 
o f a consc iousness o f the na t i on ' s p lura l i ty , o f the c l a ims o f race, 
class, caste, r e l i g i o n , a n d gender , to n a m e a few. A s K a n d i a h 
main ta ins , there is a n e e d fo r wri ters a n d p a r t i c u l a r l y cr i t ics to 
"locate themselves firmly i n the speci f ic h i s to r i ca l l y cons t i tu t ed 
soc ia l , c u l t u r a l , p o l i t i c a l , e c o n o m i c real i t ies o f t he i r con t ex t a n d 
recupera te f r o m t h e m a l l o f these th ings w h i c h give r e n e w e d 
m e a n i n g a n d d i r e c t i o n to t he i r l ives" (2). T o a d o p t n a r r o w 
i d e o l o g i c a l pos i t ions a n d to be unaware o f the poss ib le c o m p l i c -
ity be tween the c r i t ic ' s r e a d i n g o f the n a t i o n a n d his o r h e r 
c r i t i c i s m c a n be d e t r i m e n t a l to the w r i t i n g a n d to the country . 
T h i s is p a r t i c u l a r l y true i n a con t ex t w h e r e mos t o f the w r i t i n g is 
p u b l i s h e d l o c a l l y a n d h a r d l y finds its way to i n t e r n a t i o n a l readers 
unless it is r ev iewed favourab ly by cr i t ics i n the first p lace . 
T o b r o a d e n the scope o f l i t e ra ry c r i t i c i s m is to rea l ize that 
d i s t inc t ions be tween n a t i o n a l a n d d i a s p o r i c are of ten arbitrar) ' . 
T o be m i n d f u l o f the space c rea ted by he te rogene i ty is also to be 
m o r e c o g n i z a n t o f the d i f fe rent t r ad i t ions that shape E n g l i s h 
w r i t i n g i n the c o u n t r y a n d a b r o a d . C r u s z speaks o f Shakespeare , 
M i l t o n , a n d H o p k i n s as s h a p i n g i n f luences i n his p o e m s . 
W i j e s i n h a speaks o f R i c h a r d de Zoysa 's "ba i l a rhy thms ," a n d 
his o w n w r i t i n g draws sus tenance f r o m L a t i n A m e r i c a n wri ters , 
S a l m a n R u s h d i e , a n d m a g i c r ea l i sm . T h e s e are n o t m e r e l y l i t -
erary i n f luences . T h e y are c u l t u r a l , p o l i t i c a l , a n d i d e o l o g i c a l 
pos i t ions that d i spe l the m y t h o f t o t a l i z i n g pos i t ions that c l a i m 
to de f ine the iden t i ty o f the n a t i o n . T h e s e are f ragments , i n 
Walcot t ' s sense o f the t e rm, the cons t i tu t ive segments f r o m w h i c h 
the process o f r e c u p e r a t i o n o f ident i ty c o u l d b e g i n . W i t h the 
col lapse o f n a t i o n a l un i ty i n the f o r m e t h n i c v i o l e n c e , the wri ters 
a n d cr i t ics have an u rgen t task. It is a process abou t w h i c h W a l c o t t 
says so e loquen t ly , " B r e a k a vase, a n d the love that reassembles 
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the f ragments is s t ronger t h a n that love w h i c h took its symmet ry 
for g r a n t e d w h e n i t was w h o l e " (n .pag . ) . D i v i s i o n s such as i n d i g e -
nous a n d d i a s p o r i c o r S inha lese a n d T a m i l are less i m p o r t a n t 
t han the c r e a t i o n o f an aesthet ic that a l lows fo r a free i n t e r a c t i o n 
o f d i f fe ren t t r ad i t ions . I f i n s t ead o f a d y n a m i c e n g a g e m e n t w i t h 
l i t e ra ture f r o m a very d i f fe rent perspec t ive , l i t e ra ry c r i t i c i s m 
abou t S r i L a n k a is d e t e r m i n e d by p e r s o n a l biases a n d subjective 
att i tudes, the resul t c o u l d w e l l be the c r e a t i o n o f a c a n o n that has 
n e i t h e r the energy n o r the c o m p l e x i t y to h o l d its o w n against the 
l i t e ra ture o f o t h e r p o s t c o l o n i a l n a t i o n s . 4 
NOTES 
1 Unlike Fiji, Sri Lanka did produce a substantial body of literature, but various 
circumstances, not the least of which is the absence of an international distribution 
network, has had the effect of marginalizing this body of work. 
2 For a comprehensive survey and critical study, see Halpé , "Sri Lankan Literature in 
English." 
; i It must be stressed, however, that the notion of "popularity" is very much a relative 
one, and authors who enjoy high sales tend to be those who live outside Sri Lanka 
or have had their works adopted as text books. 
4 I am indebted to Rienzi Crusz's poem "How to Dance in This Rarefied A i r " for the 
first part of the title. I am also grateful to Ashley Halpé for his insightful comments 
on an earlier draft of this essay. 
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